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UM NATIVE AMERICAN STUDIES LEADER DIES OF CANCER 
MISSOULA -
A revered faculty member credited with launching the state's first Native American Studies 
major at The University of Montana-Missoula died late Monday night after a long battle with cancer.
Bonnie Heavy Runner Craig, a Blackfeet tribal member, died at Mountain Valley Hospice 
House in Missoula with her family at her side. She was 46.
Craig was well known in Missoula and across the state and nation as a champion of civil rights, 
particularly for women and American Indians. During UM’s annual founding day celebration last 
February, Craig received one of the campus’s highest honors, the Robert T. Pantzer Award, which 
recognizes an individual for making the University a more open and humane learning environment. In 
presenting the award, UM Provost Robert L. Kindrick noted that Craig has served that purpose for the 
University through her example, eloquence and commitment to all segments of the campus 
community.
After being diagnosed with ovarian cancer six years ago, Craig shared her battle against the 
disease with the public in an effort to encourage medical professionals to focus on the spiritual health 
as well as the physical ailments of their patients. Such treatment, she claimed, allows people with life- 
threatening illnesses to live longer.
Her determination to raise awareness about how society treats its terminally ill grew as cancer 
continued to ravage her body and chemotherapy left her increasingly weakened. Through workshops,
- more -
CRAIG.OBI -  2
speaking appearances and the media, Craig inspired campus and community members by sharing her 
personal experiences. She continued to teach UM courses whenever she could.
In 1996, Craig received the Joann Youngbear Community Service Award for her outstanding 
contributions to the health, social, educational, spiritual and cultural well being of the local American 
Indian community.
Craig was an outspoken advocate for combining modern medical treatment with traditional 
forms of healing. Wanting more than what medical science had to offer, Craig herself turned to the 
traditional healing of her ancestors.
“Not only was my body going through something, but my spirit was challenged as well,” Craig 
said in a UM interview in 1996.
While Western technology tended to the disease in her body, her people nurtured her 
emotionally. The personal contact with native healers, she said, brought her comfort and hope. “They 
counseled me on many different levels,” Craig said. “They smiled at me. They touched me. They 
supported me. They held me.”
A former court administrator and judge for the Blackfeet Tribal Court, Craig held a bachelor's 
degree in social work and a juris doctorate from UM. She served on UM’s Diversity Council, the 
Human Rights Advisory Council, the National Indian Justice Center’s board and the state advisory 
committee for the U.S. Civil Rights Commission.
UM’s Native American Studies Program thrived under Craig’s leadership. In launching the 
University’s new Native American Studies major in 1996, she called the move “a cultural bridge in 
academia.” Last spring, the program graduated four students with the new academic degree.
- more -
CRAIG.OBI -  3
Craig was the mother of two -  a daughter. Aislinn, 20, and a son, Thomas, 16.
“She sure didn't want to leave her children,” said Reno LoParco, a longtime friend and UM 
colleague. “That's probably what kept her going so long, to try to finish raising her children."
A wake and funeral will be held in Browning this weekend although times haven't been 
confirmed. Craig left instructions requesting that the Rev. Jim Hogan conduct a memorial service for 
her friends in the campus and Missoula communities at Christ the King Church. The memorial service 
will be scheduled for sometime next week, after UM students, staff and faculty return from the holiday 
break.
“Rarely in your life do you meet great people,” LoParco said. “You never know when you're 
going to meet someone like Bonnie again. There’s going to be a great void, and somehow we need to 
learn how to cope with that. It’s going to be painful for a long time."
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